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PREFACE

This report examines the historical background, origins, present
state, and prospects of a number of separatist and antiregime rebellions
in Ethiopia, and discusses the implications for Ethiopia's Marxist
government and for U.S. policy. Apart from traditional research
methods, the author, who is a Rand consultant, has gained insights
from more than twenty years' involvement in Horn of Africa affairs in
U.S. government service and (since 1981) in private life. The study
reflects numerous conversations with representatives of the various
resistance movements, in the United States and abroad, during the
past year and a half.

The report was prepared for the Under Secretary of Defense for Pol-
icy under Contract MDA903-85-C-0030 as part of the Rand project
"Anti-Marxist Resistance Movements in the Third World."
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SUMMARY

The Derg, the procommunist military junta in Ethiopia, has been
beset from its first year in power (1974) by rebellions and self-
proclaimed separatist movements. Its dogmatic efforts to force
communist-style institutions and policies on a country that has little
sympathy for them have provoked resistance. Over and over again, the
Derg has reacted with military force even to the suspicion of resistance.

The best measure of the Derg's failure to solve its problems is the
fact that with armed forces now eight times the size of Emperor Haile
Selassie's, Mengistu Haile-Mariam, who heads the Derg, controls little
more than half his country. Vast supplies of Soviet weaponry have not
ensured elementary security. The diversion of resources to military
operations has brought the economy to a standstill. Between five and
ten million Ethiopians-up to a quarter of the population-are
threatened with starvation and kept alive by Western relief operations.

Regional dissidence and rebellion are not new phenomena in
Ethiopia. The imperial regime also had to cope with dissent and occa-
sional rebellion, but it was much more successful than the Derg has
been in dealing with them. During most of Ethiopia's long history,
local leaders and the central authority have competed. Ethnic and
religious factors have usually played a secondary role to regional power
considerations.

In modern times, the center of political gravity in Ethiopia shifted
from the north to the central province of Shoa. The advent of a Marx-
ist revolutionary regime has not altered fundamental historical pat-
terns. The Derg has failed to exploit religion to bolster national unity;
nevertheless religious feeling has grown stronger since the revolution
among both Christians and Muslims. It works in favor of national
unity, but not in favor of the Derg. Marxism has failed to put down
firm roots in Ethiopia. The famine, which became a subject of world-
wide concern and publicity in 1984, discredits it as a prescription for
achieving economic progress.

Derg failures have generated more disaffection than Ethiopia has
experienced since the mid-nineteenth century. Conversely, however,
the revolutionary experience has also demonstrated the strength of
Ethiopian nationalism. It can now be seen to rest on more than
imperial traditions or alleged Amhara domination.

The Somali invasion of 1977 provoked a g,muine nationalist reac-
tion. With more political creativity and less Marxism, the Derg could
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have capitalized on this upsurge of national feeling to develop a basis
for genuinely popular government. Instead, its efforts to lock
Ethiopian society into a Marxist mold and its stubborn refusal to nego-
tiate and compromise with regional dissidents have left it with no
source of strength but raw power and Soviet arms.

Eritrea is not an ethnic problem. It is an issue of dissidence and
frustration in a border region that gained certain advantages over the
rest of the country as a result of 50 years of colonial experience. In
Haile Selassie's final years, rebellion in Eritrea grew to serious propor-
tions only because of external communist and radical Arab support.
But Eritreans were always too factionalized to cooperate for long.

Ironically, the most radical Eritrean faction, the Marxist Eritrean
Popular Liberation Front (EPLF), has emerged strongest on the
ground in Eritrea. It finds nothing in common with the Marxist Derg
and continues to demand independence, though the situation in Eritrea
has long been stalemated militarily and shows little prospect of basic
change. Neither the Derg nor the rebels can win. Recent develop-
ments may indicate a change in attitude-or tactics-by the EPLF. It
is too early to tell.

Similarly, Marxists have since 1975 dominated the pervasive rebel-
lion in the neighboring province of Tigre. The Tigre Popular Libera-
tion Front (TPLF), however, favors separatism only as a last resort. It
prefers autonomy and a share of power in the central government. In
this we see deep historical currents at work.

The West should not evaluate rebel or separatist movements in
Ethiopia without taking history into account. A Western effort to sup-
port Eritrean independence would be as frustrating an experience as
intervention in Lebanon. There is no good case for it. There may be a
case for modestly supporting the Tigreans to the extent that they aim
at change in the center, rather than separation; however, their relation-
ship to the Eritrean movements is unclear and their Marxism disquiet-
ing. They cannot be equated with the Afghan freedom fighters.

The Oromo Liberation Front has little on-the-ground strength in
Ethiopia. With it and with other such movements, we must differen-
tiate between the propaganda claims of exiles and actual evidence of
following and impact inside the country,

Comparison with Iran offers an enlightening measure of Ethiopian
viability. As in Iran, fanatic, sometimes murderous, and often inept
revolutionary leaders have not destroyed Ethiopian national conscious-
ness. The concept of an Ethiopian state, which has existed in some
form for perhaps 3000 years, remains strong.

We in the West would be foolish to let the Soviets pose as cham-
pions of Ethiopian unity while we dabble with separatist movements
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for unclear tactical advantages or short-term emotional satisfaction.
Even at high levels in the Ethiopian government, officials are suspi-
cious that the Soviets are cynically scheming with separatist and dis-
sident movements to try to keep pressure on the Derg and exacerbate
tensions with Ethiopia's neighbors. If Ethiopia were to break with the
USSR, the Soviets could then revert to their prerevolutionary policy of
supporting rebels and dissidents again.

While all Ethiopians credit the Soviets with a boundless capacity for
cynicism and selfishness, the preotige of the United States and its
European allies remains high. The West is challenged to find ways of
exercising influence and leverage for change- change of policies and
orientation by the Derg itself, if possible, or change of leadership if
Mengistu is too deeply committed to the Soviets to shift direction.

The United States has credibility as a mediator of quarrels between
Ethiopia and its neighbors. Settlement with Sudan-with which
Ethiopia has no basic differences-could lay the groundwork in the
Horn of Africa for a complete realignment toward the West. The
West, and the United States in particular, is already intervening in the
Ethiopian situation with massive famine relief. What logic is there in
merely keeping people alive if we do not also put our weight behind
serious efforts to help them improve their lot in life?
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Derg, the procommunist military regime in Ethiopia, has been
beset since 1974, when it came to power, by a bewildering array of
regional and ethnic rebellions and separatist movements. How impor-
tant are they? What are their prospects? Do their appeals for outside
support deserve to be taken seriously?

The failure of Marxism-Leninism in Ethiopia, which has been
dramatically exposed by the 1984-1985 famine affecting several million
people, prompted Western policymakers to pose these and other basic
questions about Ethiopia's survivability as a nation. Are the rebels and
separatists essentially a response to the military junta, or do they
represent deeper contradictions? If so, how irreconcilable are they?

Ethiopia has a long history. To find answers to these current ques-
tions, we have to look back into it and judge the present situation in
light of it.

Ethiopia is an atypical African country. It owes its boundaries not
to colonial powers but to its own inner dynamism and its rulers' ability
to manipulate colonial rivals. Diverse peoples and a complex geogra-
phy created conditions in which different styles of life and economic
patterns exist in close proximity. Ethiopia has evolved similarly to
Middle Eastern and Asian countries, or European nations at an earlier
stage of their history, rather than like the rest of sub-Saharan Africa.

Ethiopia's experience of colonialism was brief. Only Eritrea, its
northernmost province, was a European colony. The colonial period
there lasted only slightly ove. half a century. The Italian invasion and
conquest of the rest of Ethiopia in 1935-1936 resulted in its incorpora-
tion into Mussolini's East African empire. This empire fell apart five
years later as British Commonwealth forces invaded from several direc-
tions and partisans struck from the inside. The experience of Italian
colonialism for the country as a whole was essentially one of military
occupation and popular resistance. It heightened both regional and
national self-awareness.

1

Analogies with other countries in Africa are less enlightening in
studying Ethiopia than are comparisons with similar old states with
long histories, sharp regional contrasts, and multiethnic and/or multi-
religious populations. The most useful comparison for the recent

'An Oxford University Press book recently published in the United States provides an
excellent account of this period: See Anthony Mockler, Haile Selassic's War, Random
House, New York, 1985.

i1
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period may be with Iran. Section V of this study compares the recent
revolutionary experience of these two countries and suggests lessons for
U.S. policy from the experience of both.

After reviewing several aspects of Ethiopian history, the report sur-
veys Ethiopian ethnicity, nationalism, regionalism, and dissidence at
the time of the revolution. It then examines the causes of the rebel-
lions and regional dissident movements that confronted the revolu-
tionary regime and analyzes the dynamics of the most important
regional dissident and separatist movements as they have evolved over
the past ten years.

Finally, after comparing Ethiopia with Iran and with Afghanistan
and Angola, the other two countries investigated by the project of which
this study forms a part, the report discusses the factors that seem most
important for gauging the future evolution of regional resistance move-
ments in Ethiopia and proposes criteria for the United States and its
allies to apply in formulating policy toward these movements.

II



II. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

EVOLUTION OF THE ETHIOPIAN STATE

Does Ethiopia display the attributes of a nation-state? Or is it sim-
ply a unique indigenous African colonial empire that managed to sur-
vive into modern times? Has the revolution exposed fatal weaknesses
in the Ethiopian state structure? Is Ethiopian nationalism merely the
invention of the ruling classes-whether imperial aristocracy or mili-
tary junta? Or does it have roots in the consciousness of the people?
This report will deal with these questions and others that derive from
them, for only in the perspective of historical evolution, current atti-
tudes, and actual behavior in respect to questions of ethnicity and
nationalism can one judge the numerous insurgent and dissident move-
ments of revolutionary Ethiopia.

One of the Oldest Kingdoms

Ethiopia is unique in Africa. As a political entity, it is one of the
oldest states in the world-to be compared with Egypt, China, and
Iran. The Persian prophet Mani wrote in the third century A.D.:

There are four great kingdoms on earth: the first is the Kingdom of
Babylon and Persia; the second is the Kingdom of Rome; the third is
the Kingdom of the Axumites; the fourth is the Kingdom of the
Chinese.'

The origins of the Axumite empire, the first Ethiopian state, remain
to be clarified by archaeology. The Derg abolished the Solomonic
dynasty, 2 but the legend of the Queen of Sheba visiting King Solomon
in Jerusalem and returning pregnant with Menelik I, first emperor of
Ethiopia, is still depicted in paintings sold in the streets of Addis

'Yuri M. Kobishchanov, Aksum, Nauka, Moscow, 1966, p. 36; Axum, a translation of
this comprehensive work, was published by Pennsylvania State University Press, State
College, Pa., 1979.

Not with the deposition of Haile Selassie in September 1974, but in March 1975,
when Crown Prince Asfa Wossen, who had been proclaimed king of Ethiopia in Sep-
tember 1974 but was sick in London, was declared deposed because "of failure to return
to the country." The deposition of the sick king was a technicality, of course, for
"Ethiopian socialism" had already been adopted in December 1974, leaving no room for
the monarchy. Cautiousness about offending deeply ingrained monarchist sentiments
among the Ethiopian peasantry, rather than concern with legal form, prompted the Derg
to go through the charade of preserving the dynasty in September 1974. Monarchist sen-
timent proved weak as an active political force.

:3
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Ababa. Ethiopians, contrary to most other Africans, are a naturally
history-conscious people. Like all ancient empires, Ethiopia went
through periods of glory and near eclipse and some parts of its history
are obscure. The idea of the Ethiopian state as remaining in continu-
ous existence from ancient times nevertheless survived into the modern
era. It survived the revolution too.

Unlike Lenin and his Bolsheviks who claimed they were founding an
entirely new political structure-the USSR-that represented a sharp
break with the Russian empire, Mengistu Haile-Mariam and his Derg
have always insisted on historical continuity. Their original motto,
Ethiopia Tikdem (Ethiopia First), implies a unified country. Mengistu,
whose origins are in Konso in the far southwest, one of the last areas
Menelik II incorporated into the modern state at the end of the
nineteenth century, likes to talk about Ethiopian history, knows its
general outlines well, and frequently makes historical references in his
speeches.

3

All other sub-Saharan African states owe not only their boundaries
but their very existence to colonial powers. The Arab states of North
Africa and the Middle East also took modern form as a result of
foreign incursions. Many of them still lack all the characteristics of
fully evolved nation-states.

4

Ethiopia achieved recognition of its boundaries during the last
decade of the nineteenth century and the first of the twentieth as a
result of the country's own political dynamism. The British simply
walked away, making no effort to exert influence over the country after
the Napier expedition of 1868, which put an end to the reign of the
energetic but intemperate Emperor Tewodros.' But Tewodros himself

31 experienced this personally in official conversations with Mengistu in February
1978. One of his most extensive public declarations is a speech delivered in Massawa
during the launching of the "Red Star Multifaceted Revolutionary Campaign" on
January 26, 1982. Mentioning "the famous Emperor Caleb" and Emperor Ezana "who
ruled over territory beyond our present Western territorial limits up to Meroe, a fa-.
duly evidenced on stone inscriptions," he went on to reflect "how the once glorious
Axumite civilization faded away" and concluded that it was because of the decline of
trade. His analysis seems to reflect familiarity with the work of the modern Ethiopian
historian, Sergew Hable-Selassie, whose Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270,
Haile Selassie I University Press, Addis Ababa, 1972, is the most complete treatment of
ancient Ethiopian history yet to appear.

4As defined, for example, by Hugh Seton-Watson, Nations and States, Westview,
Boulder, Colo., 1977.

5Tewodros has been a favorite of Ethiopian intellectuals since the end of World War
II. The careers of Tewodros and Mengistu show many interesting parallels: They are
both from peripheral areas of Ethiopia and from the lower strata of society. They both
seized power by force. They both relied on foreign advisers and both reacted violently to
opposition. Tewodros did not refrain from attacking the Ethiopian church at a time
when Ethiopians were far more pious than they are now. Eventually Tewodros so
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expressed the Ethiopian national spirit that had survived the long
decline and political confusion that set in after the depredations of
Ahmed Gragn and the great Oromo (Galla) migrations.

Menelik II, who had been Tewodros's prisoner on Magdala, escaped
before the battle began and returned to claim the throne of the king-
dom of Shoa. Under Menelik, Shoa rapidly became the center of the
modern Ethiopian state. He was still only king of Shoa when he
reconquered the Rift valley lake region and the highlands of Arussi,
Bale, and Sidamo, areas where imperial authority had lapsed in the six-
teenth century. In 1887, he took the ancient walled city of Harar,
which for centuries had menaced the Christian highlands. 6

The Creation of Eritrea

When Emperor Yohannes IV7 was killed fighting dervishes on the
Sudan border in 1889, Menelik was the logical and uncontested succes-
sor to the Ethiopian throne. Yohannes, a Tigrean, had tried to defend
northern Ethiopia against the Egyptians and Sudanese, as well as
against the Italians, who had for two decades been trying to gain a
foothold on the Red Sea coast. The Italians had taken over Massawa
from the Egyptians in 1885, but when they tried to move up into the
highlands, Ras Alula, ruler of Hamasien,s practically annihilated their
forces at Dogali in 1887. In the wake of Yohannes's death, the Italians
saw their chance and during 1890 took control of the whole region
down to the Mareb River. Thus was Eritrea born, "an artificial crea-
tion of European imperialism."

9

The Italians, erratically backed by the British, saw their Colonia Eri-
trea (Red Sea Colony) as a base from which to gain control of all
Ethiopia. They signed a treaty with Menelik at Wichale Ucciali) in

thoroughly alienated his people that only his household troops offered resistance to. the
British Napier expedition. Tewodros enjoys great popularity in revolutionar, Ethiopia.
A special performance of a play based on his life by Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin was staged
for the VIIIth International Ethiopian Studies Conference in Addis Abaha in November
1984.

6Menelik II's accomplishments as king of Shoa are the subject of a detailed study by
R. H. Kofi Darkwah, Shewa, Menelik and the Ethiopian Empire. 181 81889, Heinemann,
London, 1975.

'Subject of a biography by one of his descendants, Zewde Gebre-Sellassie. Yohannes
IV of Ethiopia, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1975.

'Subject of another recent historical study by Haggai Erlich, Ethiupta and Eritrea
During the Scramble for Africa. A Political Biography of Ras Alula, 1875-1897, Michigan
State University, East Lansing, Mich., 1982. Hamasien is the Eritrean subprovince sur-
rounding Asmara.

qHaggai Erlich, The Struggle Over Eritrea, 1.962-1978, Hoover Institution, Stanford,
Calif., 1983. This description applies, of course, to most modern African states.
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1889. The Italian and Amharic texts had discrepancies, however, and
the Italians interpreted the treaty as giving them a protectorate over
all of Ethiopia. Menelik was not willing to accept Italian protection, as
he made clear when hostilities broke out in 1895.

Menelik had enlisted the support of the French and the Russians
and had built up a formidable army with European weapons and the
help of foreign technicians of several nationalities. When a superior
Ethiopian force routed General Baratieri's army at Adowa on March 2,
1896, Menelik sent messages to the Russian tsar and the French
president "so that our friends can rejoice with us." The Italian govern-
ment fell, and the European powers were shocked that "an African
chief and his warriors" had defeated "a civilized European nation."10

Italian Colonization

In the subsequent peace treaty, Italy abandoned all pretense of a
protectorate over Ethiopia in return for Menelik's recognition of the
Italian occupation of Eritrea. Ever since, some Ethiopian nationalists
have accused Menelik of forgetting the importance of this historic
north Ethiopian territory and giving higher priority to rounding out his
conquests on the southeast, south, and southwestern marches of the
empire. Like all the if's of history, the question of whether he could
have entirely ejected the Italians from Eritrea in the wake of Italy's
humiliating defeat is interesting to debate in theoretical terms, but it is
the practical results of his decisions that must concern the serious his-
torian.

By accepting Italian colonization of Eritrea, Menelik established a
buffer along Ethiopia's northern boundary and brought to an end
nearly a thousand years of intermittent warfare with Muslim invaders
pressing in from the north. The respect Menelik won from European
powers at Adowa gained for Ethiopia treatment as an equal when terri-
torial claims of the French, Italians, and British were adjusted
throughout the Somali-inhabited regions, northern Kenya, and the
southern Sudan during the early years of the twentieth century.

Thus, the two serious regional problems that have bedeviled
Ethiopia since the 1960s-Eritrea and the Ogaden-had their origins in
the final phase of the European scramble for Africa less than 100 years
ago. Haile Selassie's statesmanship was able to contain these situa-
tions despite Soviet efforts to exacerbate them by supporting insur-

"'Sven Rubenson, The Survival of Ethiopian Independence, Heinemann, London,
1976, p. 404. This book is the most complete and authoritative study available of
Ethiopian politics and external relations in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

I ... IIII



gency in Eritrea and by overarming independent Somalia and, thereby,
encouraging Somali ambitions to gain the Ogaden. 11

The revolutionary regime has been much less skillful than Haile
Selassie in dealing with Eritrea and the Ogaden. Despite its early turn
toward the Soviet Union, the Derg has been unable to manipulate the
relationship to gain advantages in respect to these crucial territorial
issues. Instead, they have been exploited by the Soviets to strengthen
their grip on Ethiopia. But this is getting ahead of the story. Let us
turn now more specifically to considerations of ethnicity and national-
ism.

REGIONALISM VERSUS ETHNICITY

In short, considerations of regional and national power, rather than
of ethnicity, shaped the history of Ethiopia. The development resem-
bled that through which most of the major nation-states of Europe
passed as power became consolidated in the hands of rulers of a geo-
graphically favored region.

The history of Ethiopia cannot be written in terms of Amharas
against Tigres and Galla versus Amhara, or of Gurages, Agaws, or
Afars playing off one of the larger ethnic groups against others. Ethnic
factors are present, but they are a minor theme even with a group that
has recentlv become as self-conscious as the Somalis.

To present the development of modern Ethiopia as the evolution of
Amhara dominance over the rest of the country is to project current,
oversimplified notions of nationalism onto the past. To speak, as the
1983-1984 edition of the Statesman's Yearbook does, of "the conversion
of the Amharas to Christianity in the 4th century" is absurd. The
Amhara do not begin to become discernible as a people until several
centuries later.

The Development of Languages

The processes by which the population of the Axumite empire
evolved into separate peoples speaking Semitic languages that are
clearly related but distinct can at the present state of our knowledge
only be the subject of scholarly conjecture. Ge'ez, the Semitic language
of Axumite times, is related to ancient South Arabian, and both were

"See my "Getting a Grip on the Horn" in Walter Laqueur _d.). The Pattern of

Soviet Conduct in the Third World, Praeger. New York. 19K.3. pp. 150- lPi.



written in the same alphabet.'2 From this alphabet a syllabic system
evolved, whereby vowels are indicated by attachments to, or changes in
the form of, consonants. This syllabary, with almost no change,
remains in use for all Ethiopian Semitic languages today.

The differentiation of Ge'ez (which seems to have ceased being spo-
ken around 1000 A.D., though it remains in use in the church) into
Amharic, Tigrinya, Tigre, Harari, Gurage, and other minor Semitic
languages appears to have been similar to what occurred as the
Romance languages developed from Latin. Spoken Ge'ez may have
had many dialects. Preexisting languages left their imprint as indige-
nous peoples were absorbed by the dominant group. Where are the
descendants of Gauls today? Among the French. Where are the
descendants of the Agaw, who seem to have been the predominant
pre-Semitic population of the northern Ethiopian highlands? They
must have been absorbed by the Amhara and the Tigreans. 13

"The emergence of Amharic and its early history are shrouded in
almost impenetrable darkness," one of the foremost British scholars
specializing in Ethiopia wrote two decades ago.14 More recently, glotto-
chronologists have attempted to reconstruct the evolution of Amharic
and other Ethiopian languages. These linguistic specialists estimate
the degree of divergence between related languages by comparing basic
words and projecting them backward in time to determine when the
languages diverged from a common source. Definitive results cannot
be expected soon.' 5

The earliest Amharic texts date from the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries. The restored Solomonic dynasty after 1270 appears to have
used Amharic as its official language. The language spread southward
as Gojjam and Shoa were Christianized and absorbed into Ethiopian
civilization. The great medieval warrior emperor Amda Tseyon, who
reigned from 1314 to 1344, brought southern regions as distant as Bale
under imperial rule. Thus, Amharic can be said to have been the state
language in Ethiopia for more than 600 years. Tigrinya, in some
respects closer to Ge'ez in vocabulary and structure,1 6 was used only in

12The name is derived from lisane giiz (the tongue of the free). See M. L. Bender et
al. (eds.), Language in Ethiopia. Oxford University Press, London, 1976, p. 99.

13Though isolated pockets of Agaw survive, such as the Bilen of Eritrea and the
Qemant of Begemder. as well as the Falashas.

4Edward Ullendorff, An Amharic Chrestomath., Oxford University Press, London,
1965, p. 1.

15See Bender, op. cit., pp. 23-33, 63-98.
'5 Amharic has been known as lisane negus (the language of the king) since medieval

times. The fact that instruction in Biblical studies, long the sole fc.rm of higher learning
in Christian Ethiopia, was always given in Amharic clearly exemplifies the dominant
position of Amharic. Even Tigrinya speakers pronounce Ge'ez according to the rules of
Amharic, though the Tigrinya pronunciation would apparently be n.,)re correct.
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the north, where it remains today the principal language of Tigre and
Eritrea.

Emperor Tewodros, admired both by modern intellectuals and the
present revolutionary regime, consciously and forcefully advocated
Ethiopian national revival. Though he originated in a border region
that was not absorbed into the mainstream of Ethiopian life until the
eighteenth century, he was an enthusiast of Amharic.

For more than a century,

[Amharic has beeil] clearly dominant in that it is spoken as a mother
tongue by a substantial segment of the population, it is the most
commonly learned second language throughout the country and it is
the official language of the government and the medium of instruc-
tion in primary education .... Amharic is more highly developed
than other Ethiopian languages, in that it has a well-established writ-
ing system and fairly well standardized norms of spoken and written
usage, although its modernization of vocabulary is only barely
begun.'-

Tigrinya is the only other Ethiopian language that is "moderately
well standardized and in regular written use."" It developed indepen-
dently during the Italian occupation of Eritrea and the subsequent
period of British trusteeship and federation. Still, it does not enjoy
quantitative second place among Ethiopian languages. This position
falls to Oromo (Gallinya), a Cushitic language that entered highland
Ethiopia with its speakers in the sixteenth century.

Significance of the Oromo

The Oromo are probably the most numerous of all Ethiopian ethnic
groups today. Unusually prolific, they moved northward in the wake of
the depredations of Ahmed Gragn and within a few decades reached
the traditional heartlands, Tigre and Begemder."9 (See Fig. I-
Provinces of Ethiopia.) Today, Oromo reside in every Ethiopian prov-
ince except Eritrea. They form the dominant population element in
Bale, Arussi, and Wollega and perhaps even in Shoa and Wollo.

Unlike the Somali, a related Cushitic people whose expansion began
not long before, the Oromo were extremely adaptable. They readily
abandoned nomadic cattle raising and settled into agriculture.

Bender, op. cit., pp. 11, 16. This description applies to the situation in the final
years preceding the revolution of 1974. Since the revolution, effort has been accelerated
to develop new vocabulary and standardize political and economic phrasEology to accom-
modate "socialism."

"Ibid., p. 16.

'Begemder was renamed Gondar after the rev)lution.
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Unexposed to either Christianity or Islam when they began to move
into the Ethiopian highlands, they converted willingly.

As a rule, the deeper they penetrated into the highlands and the
more rapidly thev assimilated, the more the Oromo became involved in
Ethiopian political life. They abandoned many characteristics of their
egalitarian societ and adopted those of the socially differentiated
Amhara. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Oromo
aristocracy participated actively in the political life and rugional war-
fare of Shoa, Wollo, Gojjam, Begemder, and Tigre.

Except along the edge of the Great Escarpment, where they contin-
ued to lead a more pastoral life, the Oromo entered into Ethiopian poli-
tics not as an ethnic entity, but as regional contenders for power.
Around Harar, where they are called Kottu, the Oromo became the
dominant element among the settled agricultural population long
before Menelik II incorporated the region into the Ethiopian empire in
the 1880s. In the south. Oromo subgroups, such as the Arussi and the
Borana. retained much of their original culture and social structure
into modern times. 20

Though persons of Oromo origin may account for as much as 40 per-
cent of Ethiopia's population today, the Oromo exhibit more variability
than any of Ethiopia's other ethnic groups. In religion, they include
groups that still follow animist practices, many people in various stages
of adoption of Islam, Orthodox Christians, and converts to evangelical
Christianity introduced by European missionaries. The largest of
these, the Mekane Yesus church, essentially Lutheran in doctrine, is
strongly entrenched among the Oromo of Wollega. 21

The great majority of Oromo are now settled agriculturalists. Many
who have obtained education pursue professions and government ser-
vice. In modern times, military service, both as enlisted men and as
officers, has appealed to many Oromo young men. While the Oromo
language is a second lingua franca throughout central and southern
Ethiopia, it is seldom written. Western missionaries were the first to
write it. As Oromo assimilated to the dominant culture and became
literate, they learned to write Amharic. This remains true today.

All these processes have been most advanced in the central province
of Shoa, where the Oromo began to assimilate almost as soon as they
settled in the seventeenth century. In Shoa, pure Amhara can ,e
found today only in isolated northern regions, such as Manz and
Tegulet. All other Shoan Amhara have a sizable Oromo strain in their

-"Eike Haberland, Galla Sued-Aethiopiens, Kohihammer, Stuttgart, 196:,.
Gustav Aren. Fi angelical Pioneers in Ethiopia, EFS Forlaget, Stockholm. 1978, is a

definitive study of the origins of this church.



12

ancestry. Some Shoan Oromo have abandoned their )riginal ethnic
identity and regard themselves as Amhara. As the Shoan kingdom
expanded from the late eighteenth century onward, it gained dynamism
from Amhara-Oromo fusion.

Modern Ethiopia rests on a combination of the two largest ethnic
groups--the Amhara and the Oromno-in Shoa. Menelik II, who
extended Shoa's power over the entire country and whose accomplish-
ments include not only the victory at Adowa but most of the actions
that set Ethiopia on a firm path toward modernization, had many
Oromo associates. Haile Selassie's wife, Empress Menen, was the
granddaughter of Negus (King) Mikael of Wollo, a pure Oromo.

The predominant tendency among the Oromo of Ethiopia has been
to integrate into, not to differentiate themselves from, the Ethiopian
mainstream. Throughout the long history of the Ethiopian culture,
group ethnicity has mattered less than religion, historical tradition, and
a sense of participation in a common cultural continuum. 22 Ethiopia
was, and is. far from being consolidated as a nation-state in the sense
that the concept could be applied to France or England. It has more in
common with Italy or Germany, whose late evolution into unified
states reflected deep-seated regionalism.

Regional differentiation, rather than ethnicity, has been the princi-
pal obstacle to the exercise of strong central authority in Ethiopia:

The many centuries of settled agricultural life in the Ethiopian high-
lands, the long history of the Ethiopian monarchy and the Christian
church in the arev. had weakened tribal structures in favor of a more
regionally organized society.

The terrain was perhaps an even more basic factor. Considering the
isolation of the different Ethiopian regions from one another, separated
by high mountains and deep gorges, it is remarkable that the country
displayed such a marked sense of cohesion as early as it did.

Regional rulers were always selective in their subordination to
imperial authority and eager to preserve large areas of autonomy for
themselves. Ethnic considerations seldom took precedence over a local
prince's or king's preoccupation with dominating his own area and bar-
gaining with rivals and emperors to gain political and economic advan-
tage. Ethnicity was too abstract a concept to carry much weight.
Tribalism, as it evolved in most other parts of Africa. was important

-n)[ald Le\ine. a social anthrpologist and one of the most profound students of the
Horn of Africa. has demonstrated the ascendanc of acculturation over ethnicity in
(;reatr Ethupta. t-niv'ersitv of Chicago Press, 1t974.

- Rubensot. op. -it.. pp. :0-32
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only around the fringes of the Ethiopian highlands. The Amhara and
the Kikuyu of Kenya are not anal()ugos in their political evolution.

RELIGION AND ETHNICITY

Even religion did not always make for commonality of interest. In
medieval times, emperors Amda Tseyon and Zara-Yakob exploited the
realization of being a Christian island in a Muslim sea to unif' and
expand Ethiopia's territory. This factor was present with Menelik II
too-but less in the sense of' dealing with a Muslim threat than with
restoring areas that had been lost to the empire and to Christianity. 24

Menelik sought primarily to forestall European colonial pressure, to
prevent regional rivals from gaining European backing, and to outflank
other contenders for the imperial throne. Islam as such was no longer
a threat in the east. The problem along the Red Sea littoral and in the
region of Berbera, Zeyla, and Harar was Egyptian ambitions, which
could open the way, as they did in Eritrea, to European penetration.

During the Gondarine period and the Era of the Princes. however.
as imperial power atrophied. regional rulers had forged alliances
against each other with little regard for who was Christian and who
Muslim.2 5 Religion and ethnic distinctions in Ethiopia do not always
match neatly.

While the Oromo, latecomers to the Ethiopian family of peoples,
display the greatest religious divergence, few Ethiopian ethnic entities
can be described as belonging entirely to one religion or another. The
majority of Amhara and Tigreans are Orthodox Christians, but there
are Muslims among both and in recent times smaller groups of con-
verts to evangelical sects, as well as to Catholicism. The Gurage, the
most southwesterly Semitic group, include Muslims and Christians in
almost equal proportions, as well as animists.

The religious picture among the peoples of the far southwest is com-
plex. They have been most influenced by modern missionary activity.
Eritrea has sizable groups of Catholics and Protestants as well as
Orthodox Christians and Muslims. The Afar are almost all Muslim
but retain many pre-Islamic practices. Somalis in Ethiopia come
closest to exhibiting religious uniformity, but they, too, like Muslim
Oromo in the south, retain strong orientation to local saints and

-'Most of them had reverted to paganism. for Christianity had not put down deep
roots (nor did waning imperial power have the means of sustaining it) in the ,out h
Nevertheless, Christian influence had penetrated deep into the southern Rift valley in
the late Middle Ages. See Eike Haherland.. lt.. (hrsti'ntum in Suc'd.Athtpwri. ,m
Vergessene Misswonsepochi,. Franz Steiner, Wiesbaden. 19746.

- Mordechai Abir, Ethiopt eti Erai )f ti,' I'rit f',. Longinancs. l non . I 9?i.

JI
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mystics, who usually represent a continuation of pre-Islamic prac-
tices.

26

Christian-Muslim rivalry in Ethiopia has always been tempered by
another historical current stemming from the time of Mohammed. In
615 A.D., the fifth year of his mission, the first group of his followers
fled from persecution in Mecca and took refuge in Ethiopia. He had
told them:

If you go to Abyssinia you will find a king under whom none is per-
secuted. It is a land of righteousness where God will give you relief
from what you are suffering."

Mohammed's enemies, the Qureish, sent a delegation to Axum to
persuade the emperor to give up the refugees; the emperor refused. In
628 A.D., the sixth year after the hegira, Mohammed, by then in full
authority, sent an emissary to Ethiopia to ensure friendly relations.
The Muslims never declared a jihad against the Axumite empire.

Far back in time as these events go, they live in Ethiopian memory
and have often been cited as a basis for peaceful coexistence between
Christians and Muslims. Haile Selassie built mosques as well as
churches and granted titles to many regionally prominent Muslims.
The imperial government appointed a small number of Muslim
Ethiopians to high government positions. The Derg has continued the
practice, though it appears to have appointed fewer Muslims than
Haile Selassie did.

THE DOMINANCE OF SHOA

Ethnicity had almost nothing to do with the emergence of Shoa as
the core of the revitalized Ethiopian state at the end of the nineteenth
century. Shoa played as important a role in modern Ethiopian evolu-
tion as Prussia did in the development of modern Germany. There are
interesting parallels. Shoa was for much of its early history a frontier
region, as Prussia was. Its people were a mixture of several ethnic
strains, as Prussians were.

The challenge of dealing with frontier problems stimulated in Shoa
the emergence of strong leadership and the development of efficient
administration and military forces. Among a mixed population, con-
cern with ethnic exclusiveness brought no advantage to those compet-
ing for leadership. Attitudes prevailing in Shoa created a favorable

-,J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in Ethiopia, Frank (ass, London, 1965. provides a
wealth of information on this subject.

2 As cited in Sergew Hable-Selassie, op. cit., p. 181.
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